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heard the latter's tirade against Bright and his insistence that Walker
was the man to head the cabinet. Douglas concluded from this inter-
view that Buchanan had consulted him only as a formal courtesy, and
that his wishes were not to be considered. In fact Buchanan was not
impressed. He had definite ideas about seniority and its privileges, born
in his own obsequious youth. Douglas must not presume too much, even
though he had just married a Washington belle and was preparing to
cut a social swath. He later heard from Slidell that Douglas was morbid
and resentful, ready to "run amuck" because he was left out of Bu-
chanan's counsels. Here may be marked the beginning of a most fateful
antagonism.20

A second disastrous result of this visit was physical rather than politi-
cal. The capital had been gripped by a terrific cold wave accompanying
the blizzard, and the weather had wrought havoc. Guy's National Hotel
had suffered from the unusual cold. The plumbing had frozen, and the
sewage system had been stopped up. The result was that the waste
backed up and contaminated kitchen and pantry. Soon the kitchen help
were either sick or active carriers of disease, and many of the guests
became ill from infected food. The most prominent symptom of these
illnesses was a persistent and debilitating diarrhea which would not
yield to the unskilled treatment of the day. The cause, as well as the
cure, was quite beyond the medicos, who divided over whether miasmic
vapors from the bad sewage or arsenic poison was laying everyone low.
Some thought it was a poison plot of discharged servants or of abolition-
ists who wanted to wipe out the Democratic leadership. This "National
Hotel disease" attacked no less a one than James Buchanan, and it was
long before he could rid himself of the plague which troubled him con-
stantly in the trying months that followed. Dysentery was hardly an ad-
vantage when organizing an administration in the midst of troublous
times.21

Buchanan had used his unhappy Washington visit for still another
purpose which helped to bring catastrophe upon him. He had discussed
his pronouncement on popular sovereignty, becoming more impressed